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^EADWOOD! Here at last was the Wild West I had pictured
in my mind, the one spot above all others to capture and hold an
imagination which I soon learned was not too extravagant. Even
Chatham Square on a Saturday night was not more exciting.
Nearly three thousand people were wedged into a narrow valley,
or canyon, surrounded by heavily timbered, egg-shaped hills,
with Red Creek rushing down one side and terraced streets
reached by steep wooden stairs mounting the other.
All activity gravitated into Main Street, crowded day and night
with original characters now portrayed only in Hollywood. Miners
and merchants, stage-drivers and bull-whackers, prospectors and
trappers, cattlemen, lawyers, adventurers and remittance men, all
looked and acted their parts. Fat Chinese shopkeepers stood
placidly in doorways smoking long-stemmed pipes; others slithered
along close to the buildings with hands tucked respectfully into
sleeves, or trotted under heavy bundles of laundry or baskets of
vegetables swinging from yokes across their shoulders.
But appearances were sometimes deceptive. Harmless-looking
gunmen of established reputations loafed inoffensively in the
street. Immaculate gamblers carried an air of keen and efficient
respectability. Pretty dance-hall girls were to be identified only by
their betraying rouge, and Lou Desmond, the most notorious
Madam in town, carried an air of severe respectability.
Periodic warfare between swaggering, red-shirted bullies from
the Homestake and De Smet gold mines and hard-boiled, hard-
drinking track layers from the railroad led to innumerable fights,
which no one seemed to mind until the shooting began. A fourteen-
year-old feud between soldiers from Fort Meade and Indians from
the reservations was smouldering ominously, giving rise to
mutually hostile glances under a laboured show of indifference*
All supplies were freighted into town on great wagons trailing
behind one- to five-span ox-teams. The dry, squealing axles could
be heard for blocks, and were emphasized by the bull-voiced
drivers cracking their enormous whips. It was said an expert could
clip a fly from a bull's ear at twenty paces without touching a hair.